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Though sign language interpreting (SLI) has been officially introduced by 
China’s Ministry of Labor and Social Security as a new profession in 2007, the 
provision of SLI services still fail to meet the communicative needs of Deaf people. 
Facing the increasing need for sign language (SL) interpreters, present SLI programs 
are unable to produce SL interpreters who have sufficient interpreting competence to 
qualify SLI assignments due to lack of theoretical foundation and unsystematic 
program design. In sharp contrast, the West has been leading the development in the 
field of SLI and SL interpreter training. Therefore, it is of substantial importance to 
draw on the Western experience and blaze a new trail for SL interpreter training in 
China, so as to cultivate qualified SL interpreters to facilitate the Deaf people’s 
communication with the hearing mainstream.  
This thesis expounds upon theoretical concepts including Sign Language, 
Chinese Sign Language, Deaf Community, Sign Language Interpreting and Sign 
Language Interpreter, among which the interpreting-related linguistic features of sign 
languages, and the commonality as well as difference between signed and spoken 
language interpreting is discussed. Through a review of SL interpreter training in 
Western countries and SL interpreter training in China, the gap between Chinese and 
Western SL interpreter training is identified. In bridging the gap, the skills-led 
pedagogical philosophy prevailing in the field of spoken language interpreter training 
is introduced. Based on the XiaDa Model for Interpreter Training, a skills-led model 
for training SL interpreters in China is proposed to serve as theoretical underpinning 
for SLI programs. Related issues with regard to curriculum, trainers and screening of 
prospective students are also addressed for further improvement of SLI programs in 
China. 
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Chapter I  Introduction 
1.1 Research background 
1.1.1 Growing demand for sign language interpreting service 
As the world’s most populous country, China is also home to the largest deaf 
community. According to a survey conducted by the National Bureau of Statistics in 
2006, China’s deaf population has reached 20.04 million, accounting for 24.16% of 
the disabled[1]. However, the rights of deaf people to participate in social activities are 
not guaranteed. Although the Act of the Disabled[2] passed in 1990 has the provision 
that “The government and the society should take proper measures to improve 
barrier-free facilities and promote barrier-free information exchange so as to create a 
barrier-free environment for the disabled to equally participate in social life. 
Public-service institutions and public places should create favorable conditions and 
provide voice/text prompts, sign language, Braille and other communicative services 
as well as priority and auxiliary services for the disabled (translated by the author)”, 
the deaf people are still suffering from a severe lack of sign language interpreting 
(SLI) services: Deaf students are still excluded from inclusive placement; deaf 
patients have to find interpreters on their own in public hospitals; deaf graduates still 
have enormous difficulty getting job interviews.  
Sign language is the first language of deaf people. For them, sign language is not 
only an effective instrument to communicate with their deaf peers, to learn knowledge 
and to participate in social activities, but it is also a bridge connecting the Deaf with 
the hearing community. Therefore, SLI service is essential for every aspect of their 
life. Given the vastness of the country and its huge population, the gap between 
supply and demand is believed to be as high as 95% (Xiao & Yu, 2009). 
                                                        
[1] Results of the 2nd National Sample Survey of the Disabled. Retrieved from 
<http://www.stats.gov.cn/was40/reldetail.jsp?docid=402369684> on April 20, 2012. 
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1.1.2 Immature professionalisation of sign language interpreting 
In China, SLI was not officially recognized as an occupation by government until 
January 11, 2007 when the Ministry of Labor and Social Security released the 8th list 
of new occupations in China[3]. Five years have passed since this milestone event, at 
present, deaf people still resort to their hearing family members or friends to help 
them communicate with hearing people, and some turn to their teachers in the special 
schools. These hearing family members, friends and teachers of the deaf people are 
not interpreters in a real sense, but volunteers, as few of them have either received 
formal interpreter training or been accredited as professional sign language 
interpreters. SLI is far from being mature as a profession in China. Qualified 
professional SL interpreters are scarce, especially those with knowledge in specific 
fields and high level of interpreting expertise. Even the SL interpreters appearing on 
the television or big events hosted by government are part-time interpreters who are 
mostly teachers of deaf schools, family member of deaf people or interpreters of 
social welfare companies. Given lack of professional training, systematic study of 
interpreting skills and knowledge, professional ethics as well as deaf culture and sign 
language, these part-time interpreters show incompetence to transfer message and 
facilitate communication between interacting parties. Taking SLI on Chinese TV as an 
example, in the survey carried out by Xiao and Li (2012), when asked whether they 
have difficulty understanding the signing on TV, only a small fraction (16.4%) of the 
d/Deaf people surveyed ticked No Difficulty, a sharp contrast with the majority of the 
respondents (83.6%) who admitted that they have difficulty understanding. Due to the 
lack of professional training, those untrained SL practitioners exhibit some problems 
regarding bilingual competency, interpreting skills and professional ethics.  
Firstly, most of the practicing sign language interpreters have poor mastery of 
natural sign languages especially their linguistic nature. Due to that natural Chinese 
Sign Language (CSL) has not yet been full recognized as a language politically or 
academically, there exist two CSLs in use, namely the natural CSL used by deaf 
                                                        
[3] The Ministry of Labor and Social Security Released the 8th List of New Occupations. Retrieved from 
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